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ABSTRACT
The Relationship Between Relational Aggression and Sexual Satisfaction:
Investigating the Mediating Role of Attachment Behaviors
Melece Vida Meservy
School of Family Life, BYU
Master of Science
The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between relational
aggression and sexual satisfaction, as well as the mediating role of attachment on this
relationship. Data came from the Relationship Evaluation Survey (RELATE) comprised of the
matched-pair responses of 797 couples in serious dating, engaged, or married relationships.
Results showed the greater the perceived relational aggression the lower the sexual satisfaction
for both self and partner, regardless of gender. Additionally, it appears a more satisfying sexual
relationship can occur when an individual experiences a secure attachment base and can feel
confident that his/her relationship is safe. For both genders, the more relationally aggressive
behaviors reported, the lower the reports of secure attachment behaviors. Implications for
clinicians and future research are discussed.

Keywords: couples, sexual satisfaction, sexual intimacy, relational aggression, attachment
behaviors
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The Relationship Between Relational Aggression and Sexual Satisfaction:
Investigating the Mediating Role of Attachment Behaviors
Stable and successful marriages have a beneficial impact on both individuals and society.
Married individuals in relationships have significantly better quality of life, lower instances of
suicide and depression, and better finances than divorced or unmarried adults of the same age
group (Amato, 2000; Evans & Kelley, 2004; Gray & Vanderhart, 2000; Krivo & Kaufman, 2004;
Page & Stevens, 2005; Yan et al., 2011). One important characteristic of strong marriages is
sexual satisfaction for both spouses. Poor sexual satisfaction puts couples at a higher risk for
divorce, while high levels of sexual satisfaction have been associated with marital happiness and
success for both partners (Dzara, 2010; Sevene et al., 2009; Shakerian et al., 2014; Trudel &
Goldfarb, 2010; Yucel & Gassanov, 2010).
Relational dynamics (i.e. how the couple interacts) are strong predictors of sexual
satisfaction. For example, Henderson-King and Veroff (1994) found that relationship tension had
a statistically significant negative relationship to sexual satisfaction, while being positively
related to relationship turmoil. Additionally, Verhulst and Heiman (1988) also report that
distress, conflict, and/or dissatisfaction in non-sexual aspects of marriage notably lower levels of
sexual desire, enjoyment, and marital satisfaction for both partners.
One area of emerging research investigates relational aggression and its association with
marital happiness. Relational aggression, predominantly researched in regards to childhood
relationship interactions, includes behaviors such as actively withdrawing interaction,
confrontation, threatening to dissolve relationships, or ignoring/excluding another unless certain
demands are met (Carroll et al., 2010; Nelson et al., 2008). Findings indicating that relational
aggression trajectories are dynamically associated with maladjustment, suggest that relational
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aggression may be conceptualized as a maladaptive coping mechanism to stressors (MurrayClose, Ostrov, & Crick, 2007; Sullivan et al., 2010).
Because relational dynamics in marriage are clear predictors of sexual satisfaction,
relational aggression may be related to lower levels of sexual satisfaction. Indeed, research has
indicated that the presence of relational aggression in romantic relationships is linked with higher
levels of depressive and anxious symptoms in both partners (Carroll et al., 2010), while
depressive and anxious symptoms can significantly impact sexual satisfaction (Laurent &
Simons, 2009).
A second area that contributes to sexual satisfaction is attachment. Secure attachment
impacts marriages in more ways than just increasing marital happiness and satisfaction; more
securely attached couples have been found to experience more satisfying and heightened sexual
interactions than their insecurely attached partners (Birnbaum et al., 2006; Hazan & Ziefman,
1994; Simpson, 1990). In contrast, couples who experience more insecure attachment are likely
to report more conflict, communication difficulties, and more negative feelings towards sex
(Birnbaum et al., 2006; Davis et al., 2006).
This relationship between sexual behaviors and attachment styles and needs is significant
as many researchers label sexuality as an adult attachment behavior. Sexuality and sexual
behavior both seek to fulfill needs for safety, security, and affection (Belsky, Steinberg, &
Draper, 1991; Draper & Harpending, 1982). Sexual behavior typically plays a significant role in
facilitating the development of attachment bonds between partners, particularly in the early
stages of relationship development (Furrow, Johnson, & Bradley, 2011; Hazan & Zeifman,
1994). As relational aggression undermines the safety of secure attachment behaviors, it is
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possible that the presence of relational aggression in marriage would decrease sexual satisfaction
by way of injuring the attachment security needed for satisfaction sexual intimacy.
The purpose of this study, therefore, is to investigate the relationship between relational
aggression and sexual satisfaction and to determine if attachment may mediate that relationship.

Literature Review
Attachment Theory
Attachment theory, as initially proposed by John Bowlby (1973), will serve as the
theoretical framework for this study. The theory states that within all human beings there exists a
“regulatory system that functions to prioritize relationship promotion goals [that] better afford
the person a continued sense of assurance or safety in the relationship” (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2007, p. 538). Furthermore, strong relational bonds can be formed when loved ones (i.e. parental
figures, family members, peers, and romantic partners) are consistently available and are willing
to provide social acceptance, support, help, or protection (Hazan & Shaver, 1994; Leder, 2004;
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).
Attachment theory is relevant to the variables in this study because secure attachment can
heighten sexual experiences, it can also be injured by relationship trauma, such as infidelity,
intimate partner violence, and other moments of perceived abandonment or betrayal. These
attachment injuries are understood as threats to the relationship, and partners respond as if their
safety and security are in jeopardy (Johnson, 2003). Therefore, attachment theory provides a
framework by which to understand the potential relationship between relational aggression and
sexual satisfaction.
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Sexual Satisfaction
Research indicates that mutual sexual satisfaction of both partners is an important
element of strong and happy marriages, whereas poor sexual satisfaction of one or both partners
increases the likelihood of distress and divorce. Longitudinal research by Yeh et al. (2006) found
that couples satisfied with their sexual relationship tended to report better marital quality,
satisfaction and happiness with their marriages. Additional research suggests that improving
sexual functioning for both spouses significantly enhances marital functioning (Trudel &
Goldfarb, 2010).
In addition to research showing the positive effects of sexual satisfaction, the existing
literature also suggests that sexual problems in marriage can be highly predictive of divorce
and/or unhappy marriages. Sevene et al. (2009) indicate that sexual problems for either spouse
have a notable impact on quality of life and relationships, with separation and divorce becoming
significantly more likely in couples with unresolved sexual issues. Additional research indicates
that sexual problems and low sexual satisfaction increases the instances of marital infidelity for
both spouses, a factor that significantly reduces marital satisfaction and increases the likelihood
for divorce (Yucel & Gassanov, 2010).
While the influence of sexual satisfaction on overall relationship satisfaction is clear,
additional research highlights the reciprocity of this relationship wherein relationship satisfaction
influences sexual satisfaction. For example, Henderson-King and Veroff (1994) found that
relationship tension had a statistically significant negative association with sexual satisfaction,
while being positively related to relationship turmoil. Additionally, Verhulst and Heiman (1988)
also report that distress, conflict, and/or dissatisfaction in non-sexual aspects of marriage notably
lower levels of sexual desire, enjoyment, and marital satisfaction for both partners.
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The extent to which the impact of sexual satisfaction on marital happiness transcends
gender is unclear. One investigation by Dzara (2010) found that the influence of marital
sexuality on marital conflict and dissolution was more dependent on the husband’s sexual
satisfaction than the wife’s from the beginning of the marriage; namely poor sexual satisfaction
for the husband within the first year increased the likelihood of divorce by the five-year mark.
However, a study of women seeking divorce in Indian courts found sexual satisfaction to have a
significant negative effect on marital problems, suggesting that low sexual satisfaction is not
uniquely problematic for husbands only (Shakerian et al., 2014). Whether or not there is a clear
consensus on the degree to which each gender’s sexual satisfaction impacts marital success,
these studies point to the strong relationship between sexual satisfaction and marital happiness
and stability for both genders, emphasizing the need to ensure sexual satisfaction within
marriages (Henderson-King & Veroff, 1994).
As previously stated, many studies have supported the concept that relationship turmoil,
including conflict, resentment, stonewalling or forms of aggression, impact sexual satisfaction
(Henderson-King & Veroff, 1994; Verhulst and Heiman, 1988). One such form of turmoil
includes relational aggression between partners.
Relational Aggression
Relational aggression is defined as behaviors intended to hurt or harm others through the
manipulation of interpersonal relationships (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). Although relational
aggression has previously been predominantly researched in regards to childhood relationship
interactions, expanding research has been aimed at investigating relational aggression in the
context of romantic relationships under the name romantic relational aggression (Murray-Close,
2011).
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Romantic relational aggression comprises of socially manipulative behaviors aimed
specifically at a romantic partner, including giving the “silent treatment” or intentionally
excluding a partner from social activities with the shared social group (Linder, Crick, & Collins,
2002). While some romantic relational aggression behaviors, such as threatening to end the
relationship in order to intentionally hurt a romantic partner, also fit the definition of
psychological aggression, psychological aggression is a much broader concept which includes
additional aggressive behaviors such as verbal insults, threats or derogatory language (Jouriles et
al., 2009; Linder, Crick, & Collins, 2002). Romantic relational aggression differs from other
definitions of verbal or emotional abuse because of its focus on exclusion and intent to damage
interpersonal relationships with those other than the romantic partner (Linder, Crick, & Collins,
2002).
Previous research has established the detrimental nature of romantic relational
aggression. Both perpetrators and victims of romantic relational aggression exhibit a number of
adjustment problems, including internalizing and externalizing problems (Bagner et al., 2007;
Coyne et al., 2010; Murray-Close et al., 2010; Schad et al., 2008) and low-quality romantic
relationships (Linder, Crick, & Collins, 2002).
Linder, Crick, and Collins (2002) investigated the impact of relational aggression on
relationship quality in romantic relationships and found that, regardless of gender, relational
aggression appears to be associated with poorer perceptions of relationship quality. Individuals
who report using relational aggression in their committed relationships describe feeling less
trusting, more frustrated and are likely to be jealous of their partners. Such experiences lend
themselves to establishing relationships high in conflict and low in stability. Linder and
colleagues (2002) findings are consistent with the literature stating that individuals who use
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relational aggression in their close relationships have a desire for high levels of closeness and
exclusivity in these relationships.
Relational Aggression and Sexual Satisfaction
As stated previously, there are a number of factors that contribute to increased or
decreased sexual satisfaction in marriage, including how partners respond to stress in general and
specifically stress related to sexual functioning. Relational dynamics are strong predictors of
sexual satisfaction; in particular relationship tension has a statistically significant negative
association with sexual satisfaction, while being positively related to relationship turmoil
(Henderson-King & Veroff, 1994). Additionally, Verhulst and Heiman (1988) also report that
distress, conflict, and/or dissatisfaction in non-sexual aspects of marriage notably lower levels of
sexual desire, enjoyment, and sexual satisfaction for both partners.
However, although the research is clear that relational functioning has an influence on
sexual satisfaction, with tension and turmoil being negatively associated with satisfaction, no
research was found that tested specifically the association between relational aggression and
sexual satisfaction. This study attempts to fill that gap.
Attachment Security, Sexual Satisfaction, and Relational Aggression
Similar to the reciprocal relationship between marital and sexual satisfaction, there is
evidence that attachment is both predictive of and influenced by sexual satisfaction. Clymer et al.
(2006) revealed that the more ambivalent attachment an individual has towards his/her partner,
the less sexual satisfaction s/he experiences in the relationship.
Research by Hazan and Ziefman (1994) was the first notable study to investigate the
successful integration of attachment, care giving, and sex. The study found that establishing
connections within romantic relationships happens in stages. While the attraction phase, or
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beginning of a romantic relationship, establishes the initial sexual connection, it is the following
phases that elicit caregiving and attachment connections. Therefore, partners who feel secure in
their care giving and attachment have heightened sexual experiences when compared to
relationships devoid of deeper connections (Hazan & Ziefman, 1994). This concept is supported
by research from Trompeter, Bettencourt and Barrett-Connor (2012). Their study of sexual
experiences and attitudes of healthy community-dwelling older women found that emotional
closeness during sex was most significantly associated with heightened arousal, lubrication, and
orgasm while biological interventions such as estrogen therapy were not.
The research on attachment and relational aggression suggests that couples with greater
attachment insecurity also report increased levels of relational aggression (Wilson, 2011).
Furthermore, research has indicated couples with higher levels of relational aggression more
frequently use insecure attachment language when describing their relationships (Goldstein,
Chesir-Teran, & McFaul, 2008). Due to the relationship between relational aggression and
attachment security, and secure attachment and sexual satisfaction, it may be that attachment
serves a mediating role between relational aggression and sexual satisfaction.
Attachment Behaviors
As mentioned previously, attachment needs represent an inborn drive to seek and develop
connections which provide that security and relationship safety (Van Ijzendoorn & SagiSchwartz, 2008). In order to manage the experience of isolation, loss, or abandonment,
individuals typically respond to an unavailable attachment figure with either distancing
(avoidance) or hyper-vigilant (anxiety) behaviors (Johnson, 2003; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).
Although the study of attachment styles focuses on the feelings or beliefs of the
individual regarding their romantic relationships and whether or not their attachment needs are
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sufficiently met, the study of attachment behaviors focuses on specific actions taken by partners
in their relationships that influence attachment security (Sandberg, Bradford, & Brown, 2015;
Sandberg, Busby, Johnson, & Yoshida, 2012). In fact, research suggests that attachment
behaviors are measureable within a couple relationship (Sandberg, Busby, Johnson, & Yoshida,
2012) and that secure attachment behaviors may serve as a buffer against relationship turmoil
(Knapp et al., 2015; Oka et al., 2014; Sandberg, Novak, Davis, & Busby, 2016).
Furthermore, researchers have determined that attachment security within couple
relationships can change regardless of individual attachment styles, even in cases with previously
damaging attachment experiences or traumas (Johnson, 2004). Couples who utilize healthy
attachment behaviors experience more positive relational outcomes including greater measures
of happiness, partner friendliness, support, relationship satisfaction, intimacy, and trust, than
those who display less healthy attachment behaviors (Alexandrov, Cowan, & Cowan, 2005;
Hazan & Shaver 1987; Kirkpatrick & Davis 1994; Mikulincer 1998; Ng & Smith 2006;
Sandberg, Novak, Davis, & Busby, 2016).
Research has indicated a number of ways that attachment is associated with other marital
processes and outcomes, as well as supported the ways attachment behaviors influence the
development and integration of adaptive strategies within couple relationships (Knapp, Norton,
& Sandberg, 2015). Therefore, in this study attachment behaviors are used in the analysis as
potential mediators between the relationship of relational aggression and sexual satisfaction,
asserting that secure attachment bond and behavior can positively influence relationship selfregulation processes, despite the presence of maladaptive coping mechanisms to relational stress
such as relational aggression.
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The Current Study
Despite the groundwork laid by previous research, the existent literature provides limited
data regarding the effects of relational aggression on sexual satisfaction. Knowing that sexual
satisfaction can be strengthened by secure attachment and that relational aggression directly
attacks individual attachment needs, the purpose of this study is to investigate the influence of
relational aggression on sexual satisfaction. Furthermore, drawing on the findings of Knapp,
Norton, and Sandberg (2015) that established using therapeutic models that strengthen
attachment within couple relationships can be an effective mediator, this study will investigate
the mediating impact of attachment behaviors on the relationship between relational aggression
and sexual satisfaction. This paper will attempt to address the following research questions:
1.
2.

Does relational aggression in heterosexual dating, engaged, and married
relationships negatively affect sexual satisfaction?
Does secure attachment mediate the relationship between relational aggression and
sexual satisfaction?
Method

Participants
Data from this project come from the Relationship Evaluation (RELATE) data set (see
www.relate-institute.org), which comprises of the matched-pair responses of 797 couples in
serious dating, engaged, or married relationships. Due to the limited number of homosexual
respondents, only heterosexual couples were selected, and thereby results of this study may not
be representative of homosexual couples. The average participant is in their 30’s (34.04 years,
SD = 11.51, Range = 18-72 for males; 31.71 years, SD = 10.73, Range 18-71 for females),
Caucasian (83.2% of males and 82.9% of females) and has completed higher education (55% of
males report having an associates, bachelor’s, or graduate degree, 39% report having some
college completed; 61% of females report having an associates, bachelor’s, or graduate degree,
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37% report having some college completed). The majority of couples have been together
between 5-10 years with a range of 0-3 months to over 40 years. Just over half of the participants
(55%) are childless. This sample represents a highly educated and religious group (52% of
participants report being Latter-day Saint (Mormon), with Protestant (17%) and Catholic (10%)
being the next most represented religious, and 12% reporting no religious affiliation) that may
vary from the general population in attitudes and practices. The gross yearly income median was
in between $40,000 and $60,000, for male participants and under $20,000 for women under, with
an income range of <$20,000, $300,000+.
Procedure
This study uses secondary data collected from 2009-2011 using the RELATE
questionnaire (Holman et al., 1997). The RELATE questionnaire, containing several subscales,
was developed in 1997 and has been found to have statistically significant test-retest reliability
internal consistent reliability, and content, construct and concurrent validity (Busby, Holman, &
Taniguchi, 2001).
The RELATE questionnaire is an online multidimensional measure consisting of more
than 300 items. Participants may choose to receive a printout (also viewable online) showing an
evaluation of their responses which is to be interpreted by the couples themselves. The data are
collected online after participants are referred to or seek out the website. The cost of RELATE is
$20 per person to receive access to the extensive evaluation of responses. Couples access the
assessment online at http://www.relate-institute.org and are referred by therapeutic professionals,
professors, researchers, and various forms of advertising.
Measures
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Sexual satisfaction. Researchers frequently discuss how to most accurately measure
sexual satisfaction. Researchers like Renaud et al., (1997) and Young et al., (1998) have argued
that reports of sexual satisfaction are a demonstration of the balance between positive
perceptions of sexual satisfaction and the lack thereof. This study, therefore, used the sexual
satisfaction scale variables from the RELATE relationship measure that allow participants to
respond to both through two items. The first item, sex problems, originates from the problem
areas checklist and is based on a five point Likert scale, labeled “intimacy/sexuality,” ranging
from 1 (“never a problem”) to 5 (“very often a problem”). The second part of the satisfaction
variable was from the relationship satisfaction section using a five point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (“very dissatisfied”) to 5 (“very satisfied”). The item was titled “the physical intimacy
you experience.” These items have been found to be valid in accurately recording sexual
satisfaction (Strait, Sandberg, Larson, & Harper, 2015). We used self report scores to record
sexual satisfaction. The two items were summed to create a total score as had been done
previously (Strait et al., 2015). The minimum potential score for sexual satisfaction was 6, with a
maximum potential score of 30. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .86 for male
respondents, and .84 for female.
Relational aggression. Relational aggression was measured using the items from the
Couples Relational Aggression and Victimization Scale (CRAVIS) developed and found
statistically valid by Nelson and Carroll (2006). Participants responded to seven items on a
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (“Never”) to 5 (“Very often”). Both male and female responses
were collected for self and perception of partner, with higher scores indicating more frequent
behaviors of relational aggression. The minimum potential score of relational aggression was 7,
with a maximum potential score of 30.
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Research on reporting topics such as intimate partner violence has found partner reports
to be less biased (Oka et al., 2014; Cui et al., 2005; Sugarman & Hotaling, 1997), possibly due to
the likelihood of aggressive partners to misrepresent their own acts of aggression (Whiting, Oka,
& Fife, 2012). Thus, only partner reports of relational aggression were used for our analyses.
Items for partner scores of this measure included statements such as, “My partner has threatened
to end our relationship in order to get me to do what he/she wanted,” “My partner has spread
rumors or negative information about me to be mean,” and “My partner has gone behind my
back and shared private information about me with other people.” This measure has been used in
previous research (Oka et al., 2014). The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .85 for male
respondents, and .86 for female.
Attachment. In the current study, our focus is on attachment behaviors that support
secure attachment and relationship satisfaction (Sandberg, Busby, Johnson, & Yoshida, 2012).
These behaviors were measured by the Brief Accessibility Responsiveness and Engagement
Scale which consists of six items for both self and partner (BARE, Sandberg, et al, 2016).
Responses on the BARE were reported using a Likert scale rating from 1 (Never/Rarely) to 5
(Almost Always). Items included statements such as: “I am rarely available to my partner,” “I
listen when my partner shares her/his deepest feelings,” and “It is hard for me to confide in my
partner.” Higher scores demonstrated more attachment behaviors. For this study, the three
subscales, accessibility, responsiveness and engagement were summed for a total score. This
measure has displayed good reliability and construct validity in previous tests. Tests of
concurrent validity have indicated that the BARE subscales are significantly correlated with
common relationship outcomes, such as relationship satisfaction, stability, and communication,
and that the scale is able to discriminate between high and low satisfaction groups and high and
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low relationship stability groups (Sandberg, Busby, Johnson, & Yoshida, 2012). The minimum
potential score for attachment behaviors was 7, with the maximum potential score of 35. The
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .87 for male respondents, and .91 for female.
Control variables. Because length of relationship, religion, and income have been shown
to impact marital variables (Jose & Alfons, 2007) these were included as controls. All control
variables were taken from the Relate measure and were self reported by participants. Because of
the high number of one specific religious group, religion variables were dummy coded with
individuals who marked LDS coded as 1 and all others as 0.
Analytic Strategy
The data for this project were analyzed using an Actor-Partner Independence Model
(APIM; Kashy & Kenny, 2000). This approach is appropriate because of the non-independent
nature of the data. The perceptions of sexual satisfaction, attachment behaviors, and relational
aggression of one partner are likely to impact those of the other partner. As a result, traditional
research methods are insufficient for analyzing couple level data. The APIM assumes there are
two levels of data (individual and couple) and offers a solution for issues regarding nonindependence, by analyzing actor effects (e.g., the effect of the participant’s attachment
behaviors on his/her own sexual satisfaction) and partner effects (e.g., the effect of the spouse’s
attachment behaviors on the participant’s sexual satisfaction) in the same model. A Sobel’s test
analysis was used to test for mediation (see Preacher and Leonardelli, 2006).
For this study, relational aggression is the primary predictor variable and sexual
satisfaction is the main outcome. Attachment behaviors are conceptualized as a potential
mediating variable. Length of relationship, religion, and income were added as control variables
because of their theoretical links to marital functioning. Fewer than 2% of the total number of
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responses consisted of missing items and therefore were omitted from the analysis using the
listwise deletion (LD) method (Enders, 2010; Higgins & Green, 2011).

Results
Means and standard deviations for all key variables and bivariate correlation results are
found in Table 1.
Full Model
The model showed acceptable fit for the data: x 2 = 47.97, df =13, p < .001, CFI = .990,
TLI= .970, RMSEA = .069. Forty-two percent of the variance in sexual satisfaction was
predicted by the variables in the model for females, and 46% for the males (See figure 1).
Direct paths. To test for direct effects without attachment behaviors as a mediator, an
APIM with both actor and partner effects for both genders was performed with only relational
aggression as a predictor and sexual satisfaction as the outcome, with control variables. In the
model, female relational aggression as perceived by partner was significantly and negatively
associated with male sexual satisfaction (β = -.37, p < .001, SE = .05) and her sexual satisfaction
(β = -.16, p < .001, SE = .05), while male relational aggression as perceived by partner was
significantly and negatively associated with her satisfaction (β = -.30, p < .001, SE = .05) and his
sexual satisfaction (β = -.01, p < .05, SE = .05), meaning the greater the perceived relational
aggression the lower the sexual satisfaction for both self and partner, and men and women.
Indirect Paths. When adding attachment behaviors for both men and women, female
relational aggression as perceived by partner, was significantly and negatively associated with
her own attachment behavior (β = -.21, p < .001, SE = .04) and her partner’s attachment behavior
(β = -.50, p < .001, SE = .03). Likewise, male relational aggression as perceived by partner was
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negatively and significantly associated with his own (β = -.12, p < .01, SE = .03) and his
partner’s attachment behavior (β = -.45, p < .001, SE = .04). These results suggest as relational
aggression increases, attachment behaviors decrease for both actor and partner, as well as both
genders.
Conversely, partner reports of attachment behaviors were significantly and positively
associated with one’s own sexual satisfaction for both females (β = .41, p < .001, SE = .05) and
males (β = .49, p < .001, SE = .06), and at a partner level for only males’ attachment and
females’ sexual satisfaction (β = .18, p < .001, SE = .06). This suggests that higher attachment
scores are related to higher sexual satisfaction at the actor level for both partners and only for
female (attachment behaviors) and male (sexual satisfaction) associations at the partner level.
In order to determine if attachment served as a mediator, a Sobel’s test (Preacher &
Leonardelli, 2006) was conducted for all possible mediating effects, at both a partner and actor
level. For the association between female relational aggression and male sexual satisfaction,
female attachment did not mediate the relationship. Likewise, for the association between male
relational aggression and male sexual satisfaction, female attachment did not mediate the
relationship. In all other associations between relational aggression and sexual satisfaction,
attachment behaviors did significantly mediate the relationship (See Table 1). We will list first
the actor effects and then all partner effects for all mediation models. For the association between
female relational aggression and female sexual satisfaction, female attachment was shown to
significantly mediate the relationship (z = -4.66; p < .001). The association between male
relational aggression and male sexual satisfaction was also mediated by male attachment
behavior (z = -2.95; p = .003).
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For the actor effects, the association between female relational aggression and female
sexual satisfaction was mediated by male attachment behavior (z = -3.83; p < .001), as was the
relationship between female relational aggression and male sexual satisfaction (z = -8.39; p <
.001). Female attachment behaviors were found to mediate the association between male
relational aggression and female sexual satisfaction (z = -7.08; p < .001). Lastly, the relationship
between male relational aggression and female sexual satisfaction was mediated by male
attachment behavior (z = -2.43; p < 0.05).
Regarding control variables, religion was not related to sexual satisfaction for men and
women in the study, neither was length of relationship for women. However, length of
relationship was significantly related to sexual satisfaction for men (β = -.15, p < .001) as was
couple income for both females (β = -.16, p < .001) for males (β = -.14, p < .001) in the sample,
meaning the longer a couple has been married the less sexual satisfaction the male partner
reports. Additionally, the higher the level of couple income, the lower the sexual satisfaction for
both spouses.

Discussion
Research Question #1. Does relational aggression in dating, engaged, and married relationships
negatively affect sexual satisfaction?
The basic results of this study confirm previous research that states the presence of
relational aggression is adversely related to romantic relationships (Carroll et. al, 2010). Specific
to this study, the greater the perceived relational aggression the lower the sexual satisfaction for
both self and partner, regardless of gender. Although there has been no specific research on the
relationship of relational aggression and sexual satisfaction, previous research suggests
aggression in general is bad for sexual satisfaction, as reported previously by Verhulst and

RELATIONAL AGGRESSION, ATTACHMENT, AND SEXUAL SATISFACTION

18

Heiman (1988) who state conflict in non-sexual aspects of marriage notably lower levels of
sexual desire and enjoyment. Also, research by Katz and Mhyr (2008) found that verbal sexual
coercion by a partner is negatively associated with relationship satisfaction, sexual functioning,
and sexual satisfaction.
Perhaps the reason relational aggression is bad for sexual satisfaction is due to its
potential to be used by an individual to exert influence, power, or control over a partner by
withdrawing sex or physical affection until demands are met. Similar to the power influenced by
verbal sexual coercion studied by Katz and Mhyr (2008), an individual may wield power over
her/his partner through use of relational aggression.
Research question #2. Can secure attachment behaviors mediate the influence of relational
aggression on sexual satisfaction?
The basic results of this study support previous research indicating that secure attachment
behaviors increase sexual satisfaction. The attachment behavior model can be used to explain
sexuality and its relationship to attachment—when an individual experiences a secure attachment
and feels confident that their relationship is a safe haven, an increase in ratings of satisfaction in
sexual relationships seems to occur (Birnbaum et al., 2006; Furrow, Johnson, & Bradley, 2011;
Péloquin et al., 2014).
It may be that, as relational aggression tends to undermine relationship security, the more
a partner perceives a threat to safety through relationally aggressive behaviors, the less safe, and
therefore less satisfied, s/he feels in their sexual engagement. Relational aggression seems to
negatively impact sexual satisfaction by way of destabilizing secure attachment behaviors and
weakening a partner’s sense of attachment security. Therefore, secure attachment behaviors may
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be a mechanism by which relational aggression is related to sexual satisfaction by lessening the
sense of security and safety required to experience heightened sexual satisfaction.
Attachment behaviors did mediate the relationship between relational aggression and
sexual satisfaction for all paths, both male and female for self and partner, with only two
exceptions: the association between female relational aggression and male sexual satisfaction
and the association between male relational aggression and male sexual satisfaction, both
through female attachment behaviors. This unique finding may be related to previous findings
that suggest male sexual satisfaction can be less related to non-sexual connection in the
relationship than female sexual satisfaction (McNulty & Fisher, 2008; Stephenson, Ahrold, &
Meston, 2011), although additional research is needed to better understand these findings.
Although previous research suggests attachment can mediate the negative impact of
family of origin problems, communication, and even relational aggression on relationship
satisfaction (Knapp, Norton, & Sandberg, 2015; Oka et al., 2014), no studies have focused on
sexual satisfaction and attachment behaviors and relational aggression. The findings provide
additional support suggesting that attachment behaviors may be the mechanism by which
relationship adversities negatively influence relationship quality, across a number of domains. A
growing number of studies continue to support the idea that attachment behaviors are key to
understanding relationship quality (e.g., Sandberg, Bradford, & Brown, in press).
Clinical Implications
The findings provide insight to therapists working with couples on at least two fronts.
First, relational aggression is detrimental to relationship functioning (Oka, et al, 2014).
Specifically for this study, when therapists work with couples to improve sexual functioning,
they may wish to assess for relational aggression. Although the literature on the impact of
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relational aggression on couples is growing (Carroll et al, 2010), no studies could be found
which address relational aggression from a clinical “how to” perspective. Nevertheless, we
continue to suggest that helping clients address needs for closeness and connection in direct
(constructive dialogue) instead of indirect ways (relational coercion) may be beneficial for
therapists (Oka, et al, 2014).
In addition, our findings indicate that engaging individuals or couples in attachment
building activities or establishing adaptive attachment behaviors may prove useful for increasing
sexual satisfaction. A number of models seek to build connections and safe interaction in couple
relationships and can be used by therapists to increase this experience in romantic relationships,
such models include Gottman, Integrative Behavioral Couple Therapy, and Emotionally Focused
Therapy (Dimidjian, Martell, & Christensen, 2002; Woolley, & Johnson, 2005; Gottman, 2008).
Clinicians may find that using Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT), as it is the only
empirically supported attachment based model of couples’ therapy (Wiebe & Johnson, 2016), to
be an effective modality for increasing sexual satisfaction for couples. The purpose of EFT is to
co-construct a bond to meet the attachment, caregiving, and sexual needs. An EFT informed
therapist may help couples create emotional safety and relationship security as an essential first
step in restoring physical and sexual intimacy (Johnson & Zuccarini, 2011). The EFT model has
been applied specifically to sexual issues and consists of three stages: placing sexual interactions
in the context of the cycle, creating new cycles of emotional-sexual engagement and the “sexual
softening event,” and consolidation and building on couple eroticism (Johnson & Zuccarini,
2011).
Within these stages, the EFT therapist works to identify and externalize the couple's
negative demand and withdraw cycles inciting the relational distress, and to explore conflicts
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within the context of the cycle specific to sexual complaints. In-session sexual "softening" can be
encouraged by the EFT therapist helping clients express fears and needs regarding sexual
intimacy in order to increase levels of emotional safety. Finally, consolidation and building on
couple eroticism is best achieved by helping spouses create a joint story of their relationship
problems and recovery that includes the sexual aspect of their connection and behaves as a
framework for the couple's future recovery (Johnson & Zuccarini, 2011).
Study Limitations
The current study contains various limitations that stress the need for future research. The
sample in this study is a self-selected group of couples who completed the RELATE assessment
as a paid-for, online tool to use in benefitting their marriage. Due to the nature of the sampling
methods, many low-income couples, couples without access to online resources, and highly
distressed or hopeless couples may have been excluded from the sample. Additionally, most of
the respondents are Caucasian, which does not allow appropriate ethnic representation or
generalization of the results. These limitations make generalizing the findings of this study to a
widespread population difficult.
Future pathways for this research may include wider parameters in sampling, to collect
data from a more ethnically diverse sample, and to collect from a sample of clinically distressed
couples. Additionally, longitudinal research drawing upon actual observed, coded behavior from
therapy sessions or intake interviews, rather than the current Likert scale questions, would
provide a more in-depth understanding of the presence or extent of relational aggression in the
relationships, as well as the current status of sexual satisfaction. Another limitation is that the
data collected is cross-sectional thereby, this study is limited by the fact that it was carried out at
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only one time point and can give no indication of the sequence of events. Thus, it is impossible
to infer causality, only that a relationship exists between the variables used.
Furthermore, this study represented collective data from dating, engaged, and married
couples without investigating the potential differences between the three groups. It is likely that
relationally aggressive behaviors are less frequent in dating relationships where attachment
security is still low, while more present in married or engaged couples where attachment security
may be more established. Further research may provide better insight into the nuances of
relational aggression, sexual satisfaction, and attachment behaviors in each of these three groups.
Conclusion
The present study has examined attachment behaviors as a mediator between relational
aggression and sexual satisfaction in married couples. Overall, the analyzed model highlighted a
significant negative relationship between relational aggression and sexual satisfaction, as well as
suggesting a significant and highly clinically relevant mediating influence of attachment
behaviors on this relationship. The study adds to a growing body of research which suggests
attachment behaviors may serve as the mechanism through which relational dynamics influence
romantic relationship quality.
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Table 1. Correlations and Descriptive Statistics (N = 797)
Variables

1

1. Male sexual satisfaction

−

2

3

−

4

5

6

2. Female sexual satisfaction

.48**

−

3. Partner rated female BARE

.45**

-.61**

4. Partner rated male BARE

.64**

.50**

.60**

−

5. Partner rated female RA

-.45**

-.37**

-.49**

-.61**

6. Partner rated male RA

-.33**

-.46**

-.62**

-.47**

1

2

3

4

5

6

20.9

21.8

23.0

23.9

12.4

11.2

5.33

5.21

5.02

4.26

5.0

4.87

6 − 30

6 − 30

7 − 30

7 − 30

7 −35

7 − 35

−
.57**

−

**p < .01.

Variables
M
SD
Range
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Figure 1. Fitted Model

***p< .001, *p<.05
Coefficients are standardized
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